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ABSTRACT

Action learning is a potentially empowering
management development strategy--empowering to managers and through
them to employees. The core of the action learning process is similar
to the empowerment process identified by Freire (1973), although the
context of these approaches is very different: praxis. Praxis
involves critical reflection on experience that leads one to see a
problem in an entirely new way, to reformulate the problem, and to
try out new strategies to solve the problem, many of which involve
collaborative action with peers. In both approaches, participants
become aware of the way in which taken-for-granted sociocultural
norms have often been internalized and acted out without questioning.
Although action learning is in some ways a very practical learning
strategy, it departs from many of the purely behaviorist orientations
to learnirg because its emphasis is not on shaping the individual to
a predefined standard. Instead, it works from within to assist the
individual in seeing his or her individual and social reality from
different perspectives. The focus is not first and foremost on
solving a problem more effectively, but on properly naming the
problem before one even begins to think of strategies for its
solution. In this way, it is suited to the challenge of today's
managers who must take a proactive role in creating and managing
change before they are overwhelmed by its effects. (KC)
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Change may wali bs the only constant in today's world of
intarnstional business. To survive and flourish, managers of ieading-edge
companies have experimented with innovative responses to unfamiliar
probiems: e.g., entreprensurship and intraprensurship, decentralization,
networking, participatory management, flattening of middie management,
and a cuiture of smpowerment (Kanter 1883, Naishitt and Aburdene 1885,
Peters and Watarman 1882 and Toffler 1985}, Change has stimulated
managers to create visions, take risks, and follow through by
revolutionizing the way in which they do business. Tichy and Devanna
(1886) write about ths transformational leader wha not only copes with
organizational change, but works to make it happen.

Change Is also stimulating managers to sharg more of their power
with employeses, although as Munnelly (1887) cautions, employee
participation programs may often be cosmetic or insufficiently integrated
with other dimensions of ths organization to be successful. MclLagan
(1886) suggests that managers must become strategic thinkers in a new
aga of management development where judgment drives decisions and
actions more than do proceduras and precedents. In order to meset
organizalional needs for innovation, quality and productivity, managers

must release in themselvaes gnd pthers creativity, participation,
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anicipation of challenges, and integration among Isvels within an

organization as wall as between the organization and its key intarfaces.
Burke (188B] and others reinforce the conclusion that succassful
businesses smpower employees as well as gnd through managars.

This paper describes a stratsgy for ampowering managers called
Action Learning, drawing on botn literature and the zuthor's research and
practice with a model developed by the Management Institute of Lund [MIL)
in Swaden. The author suggests that empowsrment, which often refers
to the disenfranchised (those whno do not hold power by virtue of thair
position in a social world}, can be equally relevant to those who already
hold ascribed power, in this case managers. even though the purposs, level
of parsonal intensity, and social implications may differ. Nonsetheless, the
core of the Iearning process in empowarmsent of the disenfranchised or
enfranchised is similar: a transformation brought about by critical
refisction on experience that integrates Iearning about tasks, social norms

and oneself.

Actigr Lgarning

Action Lee “ning is a management development stratagy that seems
well-suited to em, *aring managers to both cope with change proactively
and to empower employee '™ Participate mora proactively in this change.
Action Learning originated witi .«8ginald Revans (1871} in England during
World War Il. Revans observed that people Isarn best from and with
others while tachling real-life problems. Under the right conditions, he
found that Iearners developed “guestioning (Q) insight” from their
exparience rather than relying on expert “programmed” [P} knowledge

unsuited to their needs. Action Learning is dasigned to foster "Q" Iearning




through a group-facilitated cycle of action and reflection. *P" learning is

added only after the Isarners ars surs they need this knowledge and know

how they will uss it.

In describing Action Learning in business settings, Foy [1977)

identifies thres key principles on which it is based:

. Matura peopia l..srn best when they are directly involved in
real problams to which answars are not knawn.

One's own experience, together with that of others, can be
examined to help find soiutions to major problems,

Learning by doing is particularly effective when a problem is
tacklad in an unfamiliar situation {pp, 158-8).

One mode! for Action Learning has bren developed by the

Management institute in Lund (MiL) in work with some 30 Swedish

companies over the last eight ysars. MiL has translated Action Learning

principles into the following maodsal:

o o Oagoog

Each program has 15-20 participants.

Each program lasts 30-40 days and is spread out over an
B8-12 month period,

The time is avenly split betwsen seminars and project
waork,

Participants join project teams of three to four with no
more than one member from the same company or
department on sach team. Each team reprasents a broad
mix of perspectives and backgrounds.

The work and learning of each praject team is catalyzed by
a project facilitator and supplementad by 3 ~ S day
workshops using outside resource persons to challenge
participant thinking.

The core of ML Action Learning programs is work in project teams

on actual problems in companies other than their own, The unfamiliar

environment minimizes automatic responses and forces managers to




bacome aware of and challenge assumptions. Facilitators help managers
reflect on their experience in saminars where they also iearn about the
dynamics of their group interaction. Peers and leading thinkers invited as
resources bring multiple persectives to the situation that help the group
reformulate the problem, challerge participants' assumptions, and share
their own theories. Managers thus iearn from real-life conditions:
complex problems, teams working under time pressure where mambers
often do not know each aother wall, multiple stakeholdsrs and gets of social
norms and values, lack of goal clarity, and incomplete information.

MilL's approach is similar to the pragmatic, experiential problem-
solving “action research” approach of Lewin [184B). Action research, also
used in organization development, is a spiral, interactive process in which
actors identify a problem, plan an intervention, act, evaluats the action,
and then re-evaluate the original problem statement and plan based on
resuits. Lewin began with a general idea of what was wrong, not with a
clearly defined hypothesis, and sought greater clarity as the cycle of
research was repeated. MiL follows a similar cycle in its seminars so that
managers Iearn to re-svaluats old data From a nevw’ perspective as much

as they gain new information.

Expert vs Actor-Supoorted Strategy

A principle of Action Learning -~ which is also Hey to Isarning for
smpowerment -~ Is that the participants take the Iead in the learning cycls.
Managers are helped to build and examine their own theories-in-use
through mutual collaboration among peers with different backgrounds,
facilitators and resource persons,  Figure 1 illustrates the expert

strategy in which experts take the lead in praoblem solving and theory




davelopment. Figure 2 shows the actor supporting strategy in which ths
manager (actor) takes the lead in the process, supported collaboratively by

esxparts in all phases of the learning,

Figure 1: Expert Stratagy
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Source: L. Aohiin, Managamant Institutae in Lund, Swadan.

Tha actor-supporting strategy is driven by facilitators who create
tne conditions for tearnaers to reflect on expaerience, both individually and
as a group. Various studias indicate that managars laarn bast from thair
experiance, although they do not always hava tha benefit af the right kind
of facilitation to reflect critically and desnly on their actions. A Honeywall
study, for example, found that S0% of tha ways in which managers learned
came from challenging job experiancaes, 30% from relatiunshipé}with othaers

in the organization, and only 20% from training (Honeywaell 1986). Howavar,




this study also showed that learning v ‘as not always effertive uniess the

managers invested their best energy into the experience, developed
personal learning agendas, and took the time after a project or assignment
to refiect on their action (. 13). These findings are censistant with a
growing body of literature on haow adults iearn (Tough 1871, Knowles 1830,

Brookfield 1886) and with Action Learning principles.

Figure 2: Actcr Supporting Strategy
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Source: L. Rohlin, Management Institute in Lund, Sweden.

Reflaction, Critical Reflection and T-ansformation

Reflecticn is key to Action Learning. Figure 3 illustrates the way in
which raflection is built into the Action Learning mode!. Tha manager
maoves bachk and forth betwseen actual situations and thsorstical modsls in
a "search--and-learn” process. At different stages of the process,

emphasis is placed on the various Iearning techniques identified outside the




circles, The manager in an actual situation reacts and proacts, and than is

helped to observe and interpret the results of action. The manager is
simultaneously helped to experiment with diffarent theories and to ask
guestions that leads him or her to evaluate data in light of theories and to
answaer guestions raised. In this way, the manager builds his or her own

theories, tried and tested in actual situations.

Figure 3: Action Learning Modsl
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Source: L. Rohlin, Management Institute in Lund, Swedsan.

The naturae of reflactior: in this process seems to go far bayond tha
alrnost simple, first-order kind of reflection that occurs whan ong's
actions do not produce the expected results,  Simple reflection prompts
one to daetarmine why action "x" did not produce raesult "y" in order to
choose an altarnative action. In Action Learning, managers ara placed in

situations whaere their usual repertoire of rasponses often do not work




bacause they have made cartain assumptions about the situation that are
not accurata. The managers must dig below the surface to gusstion
valuas, norms, beliefs and habits that may cause dysfunctional behavior of
which they are unawars.

In this regard, Action Learning may at times be similar to the Action
Science approach used by Argyris and Schon [Argyris and Schon 1874;
Argyris 1882; Argyris, Putnam and McLain Smith 1885) who nota that a gap
frequantly occurs betweean planning an action and carrying it out, or
between espoused theories and thaories-in-usa. Arygris and Schon
suggast that most people learn in a single loop rather than a double loop,
terms borrowed from engineering and illustrated by the analogy of a
thermostat. Single ioop learning takes place whan tha tamperatura is
continually adjusted to a pre-set tempaeraturae. Doublae Ioop learning takas
place whan someone questions the assumptions undariying the dacision to
sat the temperaturs at ona laval rathar than anothar, Both Action Science
and Action Learning assist managers in questioning assumptions,
axamining valuas underlying action, and critically raflecting on their own
inaffectivensss whan things do not go as planned rathsr than Iooking
primarily to extarnal complications.

Action Learning effacts a transfarmation of sorts in managars, an
"aha" expariencea that enables tham to sea themselves diffarantly as
managars, to re-avaluata old expariencas, and to recast their vision of
thair role as Ieadars in thaeir companias and the world, Transformation in
managars is both personal and social -- parsonal in that it is tha unigue
understanding of one individual, but social in that this undarstanding is
shaped by implicit and axplicit organizational culturaes which ara than

examinad, interprated, maintained and perpetusted by these managars.




Empowerment

Thera is no guarantea that Action Learning will rasult in
ampowearmant as this term is often understood in the literature, that is, a
kind of enfrachisement of the powerless. Empowarmant in the workplace
is often equated with workplace democracy or participatory managemsnt.
Soma companias might saelect a problem of this natura for their projects,
but this kind of empowermant is not typically tihe aim of companias
participating in Action Learning programs.

Howavar, transformation is parsonally empowering in an educational
way whan Action Learning helps the individual -~ in this case, the manager
-- to taka off blindars that have filtered his or har varsion of reality and
shaped his or har responsas, to bae more in touch with values and faslings
that motivate action, to identify and expiore unwarranted assumptions and
assertions, and to act based on parsonal judgmants that have been publicly
tested and varifiad. Bacausa the work of a manager is to work through
othars, parsonal empowermant should impact on subordinates and
colleaguss in saeveral ways.

First, Action Learning might ba used by managars in working with
their own subordinates. While it seams logical that such replication should
take place, a8 number of factors might hindar its occurrance. Managers
may not possess tha skhills required to help employeas think reflactively or
to ba critically reflective, Tha Prudential Assurance Company, U.K. found
that thair managars could not formally facilitate Action Learning for othars
in the company whan they first tried this (Lawis & Marsh 1887). Argyris,
Putnam and Smith (1885) and Schon (1867) have identified too!s and

strategies for this kind of learning, but note that learning thesa skills Lake
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time as in perfecting a game of tennis or golf. "urthermors, the facilitator
must do more than establish a climata for open discussion. He or she must
be able to confront individuals with viewpoints that might be personally
painful, potentially embarrassing in front of peers, and conducive to
vulnerability. Such confrontation may be difficult for an outside facilitator,
but near impossibie for a peer.

Even if Action Learning is not used in its entirety, the process might
assist a transformed manager in dealing with difficult situations so that he
or she might not act in a hasty, unilateral, or controlliing manner without
testing for assumptions. For examplg, a8 supervisor who has to discuss a
perfcrmance related probler. with an employee oftan infers motives or
explanations without examining with the employee the actual examples on
which the judgement is based, and avoids feelings or personality issues
even if the supservisor deems them relavant. Action Learning can heip the
supervisor become more aware of infarances, mora willing to deal with
feslings, and mora open to coliaborative problem solving with the employee.
The supervisor end employee might thus jointly analyze their mutual
racoliection of a situation, bring out and test hypotheses about what
happened, and try out new behavior with feadbach.

Action iearning is also likely to open the manager to consideration of
muitiple perspectives before making decisions, and thus prompt him or her
to sesH information from a varisty of stakeholders. Managers iearn to
give up the temptation to prematurely follow a "suiution” before they have
expiorad their own judgemsnt. They also Iearn to bring into their decision
making process those peopis in the organization needed to better
understard the situation and formulsts the problem befora taking action.

in this way they move increasingly toward functional interdependencies
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while taking into account the uniqueness of each set of circumstances and
the staksholders at different levels surrounding a d.zision-

Pernaps the most intriguing of the possibilitias far empowerment is
the way in which personal transformation is embedded in the norms uf the
organization and the various cultural backgrounds of manager,
subordinates and colieagues. Personal perspectives and acticn have besn
shaped by the implicit social contract of emplogess in an organization.
Most of the time, emplayees act on what they havae guessed these implicit
norms to be, ofter without quasticning whether or not their interpretation
of “the way wa do things around here" is accurats, and if so, whether it is
cast in concrete or subject to negotiation. Action Learning trains
managers to recognize and challenge thizze assumptions. When a manager
begins to exhibit this kind of thinking on the job, he or she becomes a

powerful role model that invites similar thinking in subordinataes.

Conclusion

Action Learning is a potentially empowering strategy --
empowering to managers, and through/with them, to employess. The core
of the Action Learning process is similar to the empowerment process
identified by Freire (1873) although the context of these approaches is
very different: praxis. Praxis involves critical reflection o experiernce
that Ieads one to see a problem in an entireli; new wat, reformulats the
problem, and try out new strategies to solve the preblem, many of which
involve collaborative action with peers. n both approaches, participants
become awars of the way in which taken-for-granted socio-cultural

norms have often been internalized and acted out without questioning,
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Action Learning is in some ways a very practical learning strategy,

drivan inlarge part by a ngad to improve behavior. Howevar, it daeparts
from many of the purely behaviorist orientations to learning becausa its
amphasis is not on shaping the individual to a pre-defined standard, but
waorks instead from within to assist the individual to see hiu or har
individual and social reality from differant parspectivas. The focus is ngt
first and foremost on solving a problem more effactivaly, but on properiy
naming the problem bafora ona aven bagins to think of strategies for its
solution. In this wauy, it is suited to tha challenga of today's managers
who, as pointed out in the introduction to this articla, must take a
proactiva role in creating and managing change befors thay are

ovarwhalmed by its effacts and left in tha dust.
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